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Murnighan, J. K.

AN F”PERIMERTAL TEST OF THREE CHOICE SHIFT HYPOTHESES
by

P

ohn Keith Murnighar and Carl H. Castore
—

Purdue University

Research on .ne risky shift (or choice shift) phenomenon
has recently leéd ro an impasse where several hypotheses have been
proposed but where none stands out as the most plausible. Recently
Pruitt (1971) has argued that experimental tests are needed to

eliminate one or more hypotinesis while presenting strong evidence

for those hypotheses which remain.

The present study is an attecpt to pit three recent
hypothieses against one another. The risk-as-value hypothesis (Browm,
1975; Madaras and Rem, 1968; Pruitt, 1968) states that a choice
shift depends upon two assumptions: 1) risk is valued in our cul-
ture in most situations, and 2) social comparison processes operate

when a group convenes to make a decision or discuss an issue. For

situations eliciting a value for risk, individuals hope to appear
at least as risky as other group members. Individuals who find
themselves in a group of people who have advocated a riskier position

than rheir own shift toward risk, causing the average for the group

as a whole to shift toward risk. For situations eliciting a value

for caution, the same processes apply in the opposite direction and

cause an apparent group shift toward caution. Several studies (e.g.,

Levianger and Schneider, 19€9; Wallach and Wing, 1968) have supported

these assumptions.
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The second hypothesis, presented by Vinoker (1971}, also

assumes risk as a cultural valuve in most situations. Instead of

assuming the existence of social comparison processes, however,
the relevant arguments hypothesis assumes chat information ir the

group discussion is most often information su;porting the risky

alternztive. Tnis information, if it is new, contributes to 2

group's shift toward risk in most situaticas. The coaverse holds

true in situations which elicit a value for caution.

The final hypothesis to be tested in the present experircent

is the coaformity-attitude change hypothesis presented by Castore and

Roberts (1972). This hypothesis, borrowing from Sherif's social

judgeoent-involvement mcdel (Sherif, Sherif, ané Nebergall, 1965),
assuzes that the individual who is risky is also highly committed.

This individual is normally the most influential group mecber during

the group's discussion, and elicits conformity and attitude change
anong the other group members toward his risky positionm.

Figure 1 indicates the general types of individual risk
preference changes which would be zaticipated for Choice Dilerc=ma
Questionnaire (CDQ) type items (Koon and Wallach, 1964) following
exposure to 2 series of risky or caiitious arguments under the fore-

going three hypotheses.

Insert Figure 1 about here

These predictions may be summarized as follows:

1) Risk-as-Value Hypothesis: For the risk-oriented items,

groups should shift toward risk after hearing risky arguments
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Murnighan, J. K. 3

and should not shift after hearing cautious argucents.
The reverse holds for the two caution-oriented iters.
2) Relevant Arguments Hypothesis: New inforcation, whether
it is contzimed in cautious or risky arguments, should cause
a shift towardéd the type of argument presented.
3) Coaformity-Attitude Change Hypothesis: Both cautious
and risky arguments should change the preferences of thne
group, with risky argucents causiag a greater shift.
METHOD
Subjects. Tne subjects were 68 undergraduates in the introductory

psychology class at a2 large Midwestern universitv. Tneir participation

A

ulfilied part of a2 cource reguirecent.

Procedure. Subjects responded to the CDQ on z ten-point scale, from

1 chance in 10 through 9 chances in 10, including zn opportunity to
respond that the risky alternative should not be taken, regardless cf the
odds. (Tnis response was scored as 10 chances in 10). Following their
initial responses, subjects were presented with the first set of argu-
cents. The arguments were hormogeneous with respect to the position they
advocated (i.e., all risky, or all cautious). Each set included three
argucents preseated by three different individuals. Subjects were told
that these arguments had been tape recorded in 2 previous experiment and
had be2n selected to represent the responses of three average subjects.
(Actually, the arguments had veen read from a script by confederates of
the experimenter.) Each set advocated 1, 2, and 3 chances in 10 (risk

argucents) or 7, 8, and 9 chances in 10 (caution arguments:. Following
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presentation of the arguzent set for each item, subjects responded
as to their risk preferences a second time. The final stage of the
experirent duplicated the previous stage, in that a set of three
hormogeneous arguzents was again presented to the subjects before
they reevaluated their risk preferences. )

Design. The argucents werc presented so that each subject heard

six risk argument sets and six caution argument sets, cuvring each
phase of the experiment. Subjects zlso received each of the fov pos-
sible argurent sequeaces (risk-risk, risk-caution, caution-risk,

and caution-caution), one sequence for each of three of the twelve
itezs. Each of the twelve itecs was paired with each of the four
argurent sequences for ome—fourth of the subjects. The three dif-
ferent risk levels advocated in each argument set were randomly
ordered.

For the risk-risk and the caution—-caution zrgument sequences
the information contained in the two argument sets was the same. The
second set of arguments was sligntly reworded and was read by éiffer-
ent confedorates so that the arguments per se would not sound exactly
the same. For the risk-caution and the caution-risk argument sequences,
the information contained in each of the argument sets was differeat.

An example of one of tlie cautious arguments used for the
first of the twelve items was '"Staying with his present company means
security for him and his family. He will receive a good pension and a
good income. I don't think Mr. A should try it unless his chances are

at least 7 in 10." The other arguments were similar in length and
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content. Following presentation of the three arguzents in each
set, the subjects were requested to present an argu=ent supporting
their own curreat position. They were told that their respoases
were being tape recorded for potentizl use in similar experiments
in the future. No such recordings were actually nade; the subjects
=erely presented their arguments into z dead microphone.

The experiment, then, proceeded through three phases: a
pretest and two posttests, each following preseatation of a group
of thres—argurzent sets.

RESULTS

Three separate anzlyses were performed to test the pre—
dictions of the differeant hypotheses. An overall anzlysis of variance
(ite=s x argurments x trials x subjects) was perforced on the subjects’
risk preferences tc test the predictions of the relevant arguzents
and the conformity-attitude change hypotheses. Two separate analyses
of variance, one for the risk-oriented items and one for the caution-
oriented items, were perforced to test the predictions of the risk-
as-value hypothesis.

The overall analysis revealed two significant cain effects
and two significant interactions: The items and the argurents main
effeccs [F(11,704)=17.11, p < .01 and F(3,64)=18.33, p < .01 respect-
ively], the items x trials interaction [F(22,1408)=1.78, p < .05] and
the arguments x trials interaction [F(6,128)=27.51, p < .01].

The significant interactions were further analyzed on a post

hoc basis using the Newnzn-Kuels procedure (Winer, 1962). The items
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Murnighan, J. K. 6

x trials interactioa, which just reached significance, shows no
significant differences between trials for any ome item. Instead,
the significact differences were found between items. (Tnis result
was not unexpected in the light of the main effect for items and
national norms compiled for the items by Pruitt and Teger (1967).
Because of these differences, additional analyses were performed
on each item individually. Only one item showed z non-significant
arguzents x triazls interaction. Although the items showed different
values for the first trial, the changes caused by the argu—eats tended
to be wmniforn across items. In effect, then, each ipdividuzl item
acted very ruch like the twelve itexs znalyzed tegether.

Post hoc analysis of the argucments x trials interactionm,
shown in Figure 2, revezled that presentation of new information led
to a significant shift toward the pcsition advocated by the information.
Presentation of information that was not new resulted in non-significant
changes. Figures 16 and 2 are nearly identical. This then appears to
be strong evidence for the relevant arguments hypothesis, and negative
evidence for che conformity-attitude change hypothesis.

Analysis of the risk-oriented items revealed the same results
as in the overall analysis, with only minor changes in the value of
the F-ratios. Analysis of the two caution-oriented items revealed
cignificant main effects for items (F(1,64)=5.66,p < .01] and for argu-
cents [F(3,64)=4.84, p < .01}. The arguments x trials interaction was
also significant [F(6,128)=6.80, p < .01]. Although post hoc differences

did not reveal such clearcut findings for the caution-oriented items

o w4 o
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as for the risk-oriented items and the overall analysis, the samce

basic pattern resvlted. In half of the conditions where new iaforma-
tion was presented, subjects showad a significant shift toward the
type of information presented. For the other half of the conditioas
where new information was presented, the chaange was in the right di-
rection, and close to significant vaiues. %hen no new information was
presented, no shift resulted. These results stroagly support the
relevant argunents hypcthesis and refute the predictions of the risk-
as-value hypothesis.

COXCLUSIONS

Before turning to the hypotheses, a general discussion of the
data analysis is in order. Different hypotheses were tested bv differeat
anzlyses. However, all of the znalyses of variance showed basically the
sape pattern, even those perfor=ed on the individual items. The =ost
consisteat finding in these znalyses was the significance of the argu-
cents X trials interaction. Only in the analysis of one of the ite=s
did this interaction not reach significance. This finding, that the
arguments would have different effects at differeat trials, was an in-
herent assumption in this research and was strongly coafirmed.

The risk-as-value hypothesis was tested with two analyses, one
using only caution-oriented items and one using only risk-oriented itecs.
Risky arguments did affect the subjects' positions on the caution-oriented
items, and cautious argurents affected the subjects® positions on the
risk-oriented items. It might be argued that when the risky arguments

were presented, a value fcr risk was elicited, and that cautious argucents
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likewise elicited z value for cazutica, regardless of the orieatztion

of the items. This interpretation does not tzke into coasideraztiom

that porticz of the risk-zs-vaiue hypothesis which sssuzes that sw-
jects zre motivated to cozpzare their respouses with the other growp
zechers to determine whether, in risk-corieated situations, they are
as risky eor riskier than most of the other group meszbers. Wnea finé-
ing that the other ce-bers espouse cautious positions, the risk-as-

vzive hypothesis weuld certaizly predict no shift (Figure iz). The
data, hewever, for items well-dociumeated in their risk- or czution-
orientacion (Prvitt azué Teger, 1967), does reveal 2 shift in the

diraction of the arguzents presented when the information is cew,

whether the arge=ents favor cautica or risk. The risk-zs-value by-

pothesis caamot explain these findings.

The coaformicy-zttitude change hypothesis might counter

the preseant results with za explanation of the dzstz that cites the

fact that the other

positions, but were merely reading a script. This is z plausibie ex-

planation. However, the lack of a2 second shift in conditions where no
new infor=stion is presented cannot be expizined by the coaformity-

attitude change hypothesis. (For that matter it caa crly be explained

with difficulty by the risk-as-valve hypothesis.)
The only hypothesis which predicts and explzians 2ll of tha
data in this experirment {s the relevant arguzeats hypothesis. Its

prediction was zn almost perfect represcatation of the actual data.

"group mexbers” were in fact not committed to their

g et
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Murnighan, J. K. 9

New information, whether is supports risk or caution, whether it is
given for risk- or caution-oriented items, produces a shift in the
direction of the information presented. Information that is not new
does not produce a shift. Obviously, these findings are not relevant

to other hypotheses that have been presented to account for choice

shifts. Further research may determine the capabilities of these hy-
potheses, including the survivor of the present experiment, the relevant
arguments hypothesis. The tests reported here, though, at least show data
strongly in favor of one specific hypothesis. It remzins for other possible

choice shift explanations to surpass the predictions of this hypothesis in

future tests.
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: FIGURE CAPTIONS
1. The predictions of the three hypotheses: (a) the risk-as-
value hypothesis (for risk-oriented items only; the prediction for
the caution-oriented items is & mirror image of this prediction);
(b) the relevant arguments hypotheses; and (c¢) the conformity-atti-
tude change hypothesis.
2. The means of the arguments by trials interaction. Insertion of
.01 in the figure indicates significant differences (p < .01) between
the two connected points using the Newman-Kuels procedure; insertion of

ns indicates no significant difference.
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